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Abstract 

Estonian National Defense Strategy relies on two pillars – NATO´s collective defense 

and an initial national defense capability.  This study describes the available NATO and 

Estonian national deterrent capabilities, their limitations and shortfalls. Ultimately, it tries to 

answer whether Estonia itself can develop the capabilities that improve Estonia´s deterrent. 

Firstly, this study will define the meaning of the deterrence and will explore Russian Federation 

threat perception through the lens of its relevant policies and doctrines. The following chapters 

will describe available NATO and Estonian national deterrent capabilities, their limitations and 

shortfalls. The last part of the study will identify potential options for increase of Estonian 

deterrence and would briefly explore the financial viability of these solutions. This study is 

limited to the military aspects of the deterrence and therefore it does not address other aspects 

of the deterrence. 
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Introduction 

The disintegration of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War saw a drastic change 

in European geopolitical situation. Former Warsaw Pact countries and some of the former 

republics of the USSR regained their independence and took steps towards western integration. 

In Estonia's case, the membership of the European Union (EU) and North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) were set as the ultimate goal of this integration process.  In 2004, Estonia 

fulfilled these objectives as it joined the EU and NATO.  

Meanwhile, for the Russian Federation, the fall of the USSR marked the start of their 

modern time of troubles. Under the poor leadership, Russia's economy and society failed to 

adapt to the realities of the new situation – the country was in turmoil. It took a new leader, 

Vladimir Putin, to change the course of Russia. With the consolidation of power, increasing oil 

prices, and modernization of armed forces, Putin´s Russia revived its imperial ambitions and 

sought to reestablish its zones of privileged interests. As the 2008 war against Georgia was 

merely a test of concept and place for learning the lessons, the 2014 annexation of Crimea and 

war in Eastern Ukraine was a full demonstration of Russia´s policies in action. Although not 

explicitly stipulated in any of Russia´s policy or doctrine, Estonia with its Baltic neighbors, as 

former republics of the Soviet Union, fall under Russia´s perceived "near abroad."  

With membership in NATO, Estonian security is backed with Article 5 of the North 

Atlantic Treaty. However, given Russia´s military capabilities in its Western Military District 

and NATO´s political and military constraints, it is not assured that the Alliance has the ability 

to counter all regional threats, and therefore, the ability to deter Russian Federation from 

military adventurism. The focus of this paper is on identifying what capabilities Estonia can 

develop in order to improve its deterrence. The author of this study believes that Estonia can 

enhance its own deterrence by developing capabilities that would address existing capability 

shortfalls; as these capabilities would limit enemy´s freedom of action, complicate adversary´s 
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gain-effort calculus and bridge the time-gap between the beginning of hostilities and the 

employment of Allied collective defense solutions.  

Firstly, this study will define the meaning of deterrence and will explore Russian 

Federation threat perception through the lens of its relevant policies and doctrines. The 

following chapters will describe available NATO and Estonian national deterrent capabilities, 

their limitations and shortfalls. The last part of the study will identify potential options for 

increasing Estonian deterrence and would briefly explore the financial viability of the proposed 

solutions. This study is limited to the military aspects of deterrence and therefore it does not 

address other aspects of the deterrence (e.g., overall resilience of the society, socio-economic 

aspects of the regions with the high percentage of Russian-speaking population, etc.).  

Deterrence 

 In very simplistic terms, deterrence is a set of measures taken by one party in order to 

discourage other(s) from undertaking unwanted actions. However, the theory of deterrence is 

more than this straightforward definition. Deterrence encompasses various types of approaches, 

and there are no “one size fits all” solutions. Every country with its unique geographic location, 

demography and security environment requires a different approach in order to tailor deterrent 

measures most suited and effective to its unique parameters. In this section, I will look at the 

theoretical approach of deterrence and identify the aspects of deterrence applicable to Estonia. 

In the second half of the section, I will analyze the Russian Federation's perception of its 

external environment by analyzing its foundational documents. 

Theory 

 In his article, Michael Mazarr gives the following general definition, "Deterrence is the 

practice of discouraging or restraining someone - in world politics, usually a nation-state - from 

taking unwanted actions, such as an armed attack.”1 In broad terms, the theory distinguishes 
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two major types of deterrence – deterrence by denial and deterrence by punishment. In Mazarr´s 

words, “Deterrence by denial strategies seek to deter an action by making it infeasible or 

unlikely to succeed, thus denying a potential aggressor confidence in attaining its objectives - 

deploying sufficient local military forces to defeat an invasion, for example.”2 Deterrence by 

punishment, on the other hand, encompasses punitive measures, such as direct military action 

and/or economic action that should act as restraints for the enemy. Deterrence scholars regard 

denial strategy as being more reliable than punishment strategy.3 The theory goes further and 

classifies deterrence by the circumstances it applies. Firstly, the direct deterrence – these are all 

actions undertaken by the state on its own territory in order to prevent the attack. Extended 

deterrence, on the other hand, involves discouraging attacks on third parties, such as allies or 

partners.4 The scope of this study does not require a further detailed examination of the theory. 

Therefore, I would look at the applicability of the different types of deterrence in the case of 

Estonia. With its geopolitical position and limited resources, Estonia is somewhat capable of 

generating deterrence and on other hand, it is a beneficiary of the deterrence provided by others. 

With its limited national resources, Estonia can contribute within the denial strategy by 

generating elements of direct deterrence. While capable of generating its direct deterrence, 

Estonia is simultaneously the consumer of the punishment strategy, where Estonian 

membership in NATO and EU creates the extended deterrent effect. Later parts of this study 

will analyze the balance and possible apportionment of these strategies.  

Russian perceptions 

Any strategy to prevent aggression must begin with an assessment of the 
interests, motives, and imperatives of the potential aggressor, including its theory 
of deterrence (taking into account what it values and why). The importance of 
perception also illustrates the importance of developing deterrence strategies 
custom-made for the interests, preferences, and perceptions of a specific 
adversary. There is no “one size fits all” for deterrence. The requirements for 
effective deterrence vary given the need to address the unique perceptions, goals, 
interests, strengths, strategies, and vulnerabilities of different potential 
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adversaries. The deterrence strategy effective against one potential adversary 
may not deter another.5 

In order to frame the understanding of Russian Federation values and its perception of 

the world, including threats, I will examine their Concept of Foreign Policy, National Security 

Strategy and Military Doctrine.  

Russian Federation National Security Strategy portrays its security environment as 

volatile and uncertain, with the majority of threats emanating from Western actors and 

organizations. In general, the Western world is responsible for the creation of tension in the 

Eurasian region. More specifically, the United States and European Union (EU) are responsible 

for supporting the unconstitutional coup in Ukraine, which resulted in the split of the Ukrainian 

society and the creation of an active conflict zone.6 NATO, with its growing military 

capabilities, global responsibilities and expanding military infrastructure in the proximity of the 

Russian borders, is listed as another threat to the Russian national security.7 The United States 

specifically is portrayed as actor whose Missile Defense program, global precision strike 

capabilities, weaponization of space and other activities are destabilizing the situation all over 

the globe.  

The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation reveals one vital, in the context 

of this study, national interest of the Russian Federation – protection of the rights and legitimate 

interests of compatriots living abroad.8 The importance of this issue is underlined by the fact 

that protection of the rights and interests of the compatriots living abroad is also mentioned in 

their Security Strategy. Special attention should be paid to the term “compatriot”. “Compatriot” 

is not the synonym for “citizen”. Citizens are the state's legal subjects, and the state has legal 

right and obligation to defend its citizens. The term "compatriots" has a very special connotation 

in the Russian Federation's policymaking.  Introduced in 1992 by the Russian President Boris 

Yeltsin and Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev, it refers to “individuals who live outside the 

borders of the Russian Federation itself yet feel that they have a historical, cultural, and 
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linguistic linkage with Russia.”9 In 2014, the term “compatriot” was converged with the 

President Vladimir Putin´s concept of “Russian World”, which as Zevelev describes, “formed 

a nationalist narrative about the necessity of Russia’s revival as a great power and its revanche 

in the post-Soviet space.”10 "Compatriots" have a special place and meaning in the Russian 

Foreign Policy and Security Doctrine and have implications for Estonia. 

The Russian Military Strategy does not introduce new threats and therefore is aligned 

with other founding Policy documents. NATO and the United States are portrayed as main 

military dangers11 to the Russian Federation. The deployment and stationing of foreign military 

units on the states' territories bordering the Russian Federation are another set of dangers to the 

Russian Federation.12  

To sum up, Russia sees Western world order in general, and the United States, NATO 

and EU specifically, as the potential threat to its security and national interests. NATO 

enlargement, infrastructure building and larger exercises near Russian borders are perceived as 

threats as well. Protection of compatriots' rights, living abroad, is vital aspect of their national 

interests and is highlighted in all referenced policy documents. In its annual review, Estonian 

Internal Security Service states that the objective of the Kremlin´s influence operation towards 

Estonia is to engage the Russian-speaking population in social projects, portray Estonia in 

international organizations as the state with discriminatory policies towards its Russian 

minorities and test the boundaries of international law.13 According to the Estonian Foreign 

Intelligence 2020 annual review, although the probability of Russian direct military attack on 

Estonia is low, it “may opt for a preventive military offensive in the Baltic region if it anticipates 

the escalation of a conflict, even if this occurs in another region.”14 Estonia, with its 

geographical location and with its considerable Russian-speaking minority falls well within the 

Russian sphere of national interests.  
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Estonian deterrence today 

 Estonia regained its independence in August 1991. Unlike ex-Warsaw Pact countries, 

Estonia did not have its own national armed forces during the times of Soviet occupation. The 

creation and development of Estonian Defense Forces started in April 1992. As there were no 

military organization and structures, nor equipment to take over, Estonia had to undertake the 

creation of its Defense Forces from the ground up. From the early days of the 1990´s, Estonia 

aimed its policies and activities towards European integration, which culminated with Estonian 

accession into NATO and the EU. Today's Estonian deterrence relies on two pillars – Estonian 

Defense Forces´ (EDF) capability to defend its territory (independent defense capability) and 

NATO's collective defense solutions. This section describes the capabilities that form the basis 

of direct and extended deterrence in Estonia and highlights main shortfalls in both areas. The 

following sections also include a brief assessment of extended deterrence from the regional 

perspective. 

Direct deterrence and its challenges 

 Since 2012, there has been a broad political agreement between the government parties 

to support and maintain the defense budget at a 2% of GDP. In 2019, the defense expenditures 

formed 2,12% of the GDP (approximately $ 656 million)15 and were reasonably balanced 

between personnel, O&M, and investments costs.16 Such apportionment of defense spending is 

projected outwards until 2026 and forms the basis for the sustainment of available capabilities 

as well as for the creation of new ones. 

 EDF is a reserve-based force, which generates its reserve units through conscription. 

EDF peacetime strength is around 6000, consisting of active service members and conscripts 

undergoing their compulsory service.  In case of crisis or war, the EDF can expand its strength 

through the mobilization up to 25 000 personnel.17 It is evident that the mobilization process 
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itself is the only vehicle to transform peacetime force to wartime fighting force, and thus it is a 

critical element of the readiness of the EDF.  

 Two infantry brigades form the core of the land component – the 1st Infantry Brigade 

(1st Inf Bde) and the 2nd Infantry Brigade (2nd Inf Bde). The core of the mechanized 1st Inf Bde 

is composed of seven battalions with CV-90 Infantry Fighting Vehicles (IFV), modern anti-

tank systems, Very Short Range Air Defense (VSHORAD) systems, 122 mm howitzers, K9 

self-propelled howitzers as main weapon systems and organic Combat Service Support 

Battalion. 1st Inf Bde has also multinational battalion sized battle group attached as a part of 

NATO enhanced Forward Presence (eFP). Still, it should be viewed as a part of extended 

deterrence under the collective defense and is discussed in a separate section below. The 2nd 

motorized Inf Bde is also composed of seven battalions with Armored Personnel Carriers 

(APC), anti-tank systems, VSHORAD, 122mm howitzers and organic Combat Service Support 

Battalion. Besides the EDF land forces, there are units under the Estonian Defence League 

(EDL). EDL is a territorial voluntary military organization consisting of approximately 16 000 

active member whose main task during the conflict is to conduct irregular warfare operations18 

and provide protection of rear areas. 

 Estonian Air Force (EAF) is a fully professional service tasked in peacetime to protect 

Estonian airspace's sovereignty and in wartime, with the protection of forces and population 

from air attack. EAF peacetime strength is approximately 500 personnel and around 1000 

personnel in wartime. In order to describe the Air Force tasks and roles, it is prudent to view it 

through the integrated air and missile defense (IAMD) construct. The so-called house of IAMD 

relies on three pillars: firstly, the active defense measures like fighter aircraft and surface based 

air defense systems (SBAD), the second pillar is passive air defense that amongst other things 

include early warning systems, like radars, and finally, the third pillar, which consist of 

command and control (C2) entities of the IAMD. EAF does not possess any active air defense 
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capability of its own.19 NATO allies provide the fighter aircraft to fulfill the NATO peacetime 

Air Policing mission, and it is part of collective defense solution. A few aircraft in EAF 

inventory – L39 jet trainers and M28 light transport - are used to train JTACs and conduct ISR 

missions. EAF also do not have any SBAD systems, neither do the allies provide it20. Early 

warning and Air C2 are the main capabilities of the EAF within the IAMD. A set of five active 

and passive systems provide good radar coverage above and around the Estonian territory. Most 

of the systems are fully mobile, providing good sensor and emission management. Air C2 of 

the IAMD entities is performed through the Control and Reporting Center (CRC), which is a 

dual-hatted entity. For the NATO air-policing mission, the CRC is a part of the NATO 

Integrated Air and Missile Defence System (NATINAMDS) and is subordinated to NATO 

Combined Air Operations Center (CAOC). For sensor management and other national tasks, 

the CRC is subordinated to the Estonian national chain of command. Besides IAMD functions, 

EAF has one airbase that supports the NATO Air Policing mission and acts as an airport of 

debarkation (APOD) for any troop and materiel movement. 

 Estonian Navy is semi-professional21 service, tasked to protect the Estonian territorial 

waters, harbor areas, and sea lines of communication. The dominant peacetime tasks of the 

Estonian Navy are the surveillance of littoral waters and mine countermeasure mission. Navy´s 

peacetime strength is approximately 400 personnel. Organizationally the Navy is divided into 

two units – Naval Flotilla and Naval Base. Naval flotilla consists of three Sandown-class 

minehunter vessels and one Lindormen-class support vessel. Naval ships are regularly 

participating in the Standing NATO Mine Countermeasures Group 1. Besides the fleet, the 

Flotilla has a Maritime Operations Center in its structure that provides limited Maritime 

Situational Awareness for the EDF. Naval Base is in charge of the operations of the Navy´s 

only base and provides training and logistical support for Flotilla operations.  
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 These short descriptions of the capabilities of three services of the EDF reveal some 

shortfalls that could not be overlooked. Overall, the Estonian Army is the largest service of the 

EDF and the capability development in the EDF has been skewed towards land forces. Both 

brigades received the bulk of the new capabilities within the past National Defence 

Development Plans (NDDP) – mechanization of the 1st Inf Bde, anti-tank capability, 

VSHORAD for both brigades are just some examples of land centric NDDP. As a result, the 

Estonian Army has been fairly well developed and with its two brigades, elements of eFP and 

with support of EDL, is somewhat capable of delaying Russian limited land operations. 

Nevertheless, the EDF is vulnerable against air and maritime threats. As described above, EDF 

has comprehensive passive air defense capability, with its network of passive and active sensors 

and fully interoperable Air C2. However, on active air defense side, Estonian capabilities are 

extremely limited. Two battalions of Army organic VSHORAD are capable of engaging only 

a limited set of lower-level targets, leaving most of forces and critical infrastructure vulnerable 

to air attack. As ICDS analytical study points out, the shortfalls in GBAD capabilities leave 

EDF mobilization depots and centers, as critical parts of the Estonian mobilization system, 

vulnerable to air attack.22 Moreover, Estonian seaport of debarkation (SPOD) and APOD, as 

critical nodes for the Allied reinforcements, are at risk as well.23 In essence, in the context of 

crisis and conflict, EDF has only a single layer of air defense capable of providing very limited 

protections against air attack and leaving the majority of critical capabilities and infrastructure 

at great risk. The situation in the maritime domain is even less optimistic. Estonia is bordered 

by the Gulf of Finland in the North and with Baltic Sea in the West and has nearly 3750 

kilometers of coastline. These two bodies of water are also the sea line of communication for 

the Russian Federation to its most western enclave - Kaliningrad. These two facts describe well 

the importance of the sea domain and the criticality of the threats emanating from there. The 

Estonian Navy lacks any capability, being it offensive or defensive, to influence adversary at 
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sea or to defend its own sea lines of communication. Moreover, Estonian Maritime Situational 

Awareness (MSA) capability, which is the prerequisite for any naval operation, is very basic 

and lacks the required integration and connectivity between different agencies, neighboring 

countries, navies, and forces at sea.24  

 The bulk of Estonian direct deterrent capability relies heavily on the Estonian Army's 

capabilities and irregular elements of EDL. EAF capabilities, on the other hand, contribute and 

work mainly with extended deterrent capabilities of NATO. Likewise, the Estonian Navy, with 

its limited capabilities, is unable to generate tangible direct deterrent effects. Across domains, 

EDF relying heavily on land-based capabilities, leaving other domains vulnerable or too reliant 

on extended deterrence solutions. 

Extended deterrence and its challenges 

 Extended deterrence posture in Estonia has evolved significantly since Estonia´s 

accession to NATO in 2004. The cornerstone of the extended deterrence is undeniably the 

Alliance's commitment to defend its members under the Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty. 

However, there are also other aspects of the extended deterrence within NATO. Since the 

accession of the Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania into NATO, the Alliance extended its peacetime 

solution of air defense – Air Policing – over the airspace of three countries. Under the 

SACEUR´s defense plan, NATO Integrated Air and Missile Defence System (NATINAMDS) 

utilizes national C2 nodes, radar network and Quick Reaction Alert (QRA) fighters, 

subordinated to SACEUR, to safeguard the integrity of NATO´s airspace. Since 2004, QRA 

fighters, provided rotationally by allies, have been stationed at the Šiauliai Air Base, Lithuania. 

Tactical Command and Control of the Air Policing mission has been conducted from CRC 

Karmelava in Lithuania. This configuration of four QRA aircraft, C2 node and multiple radar 

sites in all three countries provided minimum peacetime requirement for the conduct of the Air 

Policing mission. In 2014, as a reaction to Russia's illegal and illegitimate annexation of the 
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Crimean peninsula, the Alliance introduced the set of Assurance Measures to demonstrate the 

Allies' collective resolve and as deterrent against the threat of potential Russian aggression 

against NATO Allies.25 As a part of these Assurance Measures, an additional set of QRA 

fighters were introduced at the Ämari Air Base in Estonia. In 2020, all three Baltic States 

rearranged their Air C2 structure by closing tri-nationally manned CRC Karmelava in Lithuania 

and opening one nationally manned CRC in each country, thus increasing the resilience and 

redundancy of the Baltic Air C2 network. As of 2020, the NATO Air Policing mission is 

conducted from two locations, with eight fighter aircraft securing the Baltic States' skies.  

 In maritime domain, NATO stands up four peacetime standing naval forces of which 

two, Standing NATO Maritime Group One (SNMG1) and Standing NATO Mine 

Countermeasures Group One (SNMCMG1), are regularly present in the Baltic Sea.26 As of 

2020, SNMG1 consisted of one Portuguese and one Canadian frigate and SNMCMG1 consisted 

of one Lithuanian command and support ship and five minehunters (Estonia, Germany, Latvia, 

Netherlands and Norway).27 

 In response to Russia's continuous assertiveness and activities in Eastern Ukraine and 

Syria, NATO decided to strengthen its defense and deterrence posture by introducing the 

enhanced Forward Presence concept. In its 2016 Warsaw summit declaration, NATO decided 

"to establish an enhanced forward presence in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland to 

unambiguously demonstrate, as part of our overall posture, Allies' solidarity, determination, 

and ability to act by triggering an immediate Allied response to any aggression."28 This decision 

facilitated rotational deployment of battalion-sized multinational battlegroups in each country. 

Each Battlegroup is under NATO command, through the Multinational Corps Northeast 

Headquarters in Poland. As of 2019, United Kingdom led eFP battlegroup in Estonia, was 1134 

men strong.29 In essence, these multinational battlegroups act as tripwires, messaging the 
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foundational principle of the collective defense - an attack on one Ally would constitute the 

attack on the whole Alliance. 

 Similarly to direct deterrence, extended deterrence solutions have their own limitations 

and deficiencies. The NATO Air Policing mission in the Baltic States is solely a peacetime 

solution. Mandated only for peacetime, it lacks attributes required for the conduct of crisis and 

wartime air defense – relevant rules of engagement, number of aircraft, ammunition, personnel, 

etc. Although the Alliance has required plans to defend its members (Graduated Response 

Plans)30, including the provisions for the air domain, there are no clear understanding and 

process established within the NATO to facilitate the transition from Air Policing to Air 

Defense.31 Thus, rapid changes in the Baltic States' security situation may render the whole 

region without any protection against air threats. In the maritime domain, the main concern is 

the composition of the NATO Standing Naval force present in the Baltic region. As ICDS report 

points out, "Standing NATO Maritime Group One (SNMG1) and Standing NATO Mine 

Countermeasures Group One (SNMCMG1) are present in the Baltic Sea for around 300 days 

each year; however this presence is spread across the entire Baltic and SNMCMG1, the less 

effective force as far as deterrence is concerned, accounts for the larger share of days."32 In 

other words, the NATO naval force is present in the Baltic region for the most of the year, but 

its combat composition creates little deterrent effect. In the land domain, there are two 

significant limitations of extended deterrence. Firstly, the eFP in hand with national home 

defense forces lacks adequate air defense capability. Available army organic air defense is 

limited to VSHORAD systems, thus making the battlegroup vulnerable to air attacks. Secondly, 

the eFP is designed as a tripwire, able to provide only the initial response to possible Russian 

incursion. In order to be able to confront full-scale conventional combat operations, the Alliance 

has to provide substantial reinforcements into the region. Given the geography and Russian 
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A2/AD capabilities in the Baltics, Russia is able to challenge the NATO land and sea lines of 

communication, thus delaying the arrival of reinforcements. 

In short, the extended deterrence (NATO) present in Estonia is either peacetime solution 

lacking the provisions for the transition into the wartime configuration, or it is insufficient to 

provide meaningful deterrent effect, and thus relying on subsequent reinforcements. In both 

cases the solutions are heavily reliant on follow-on reinforcements, which employment in light 

of Russian A2/AD capabilities is highly questionable. 

Deterrence options for Estonia 

 Theorists argue that the denial deterrence strategy is probably the most effective in 

making the attainment of adversary's objectives infeasible or unlikely.33 However, the 

deterrence strategies are not "one fit s all", off the shelf solutions. It is rather tailored solution 

fitting the geopolitical situation, demography, economy, and military of the defended country. 

It is suited in a way that either makes potential adversary drop the offensive objectives or at 

least makes his calculus of gain and effort questionable. This approach is relevant when 

discussing the possible deterrence options for Estonia. Estonia, with its peculiar geographical 

situation, faces several security challenges. Estonia is the frontier country of NATO and the 

EU, having land and water borders with Russia. Being bounded by the Gulf of Finland from 

the North and the Baltic Sea from the West, its only land connection to Central and Western 

Europe runs through Latvia and Lithuania, where 100 km wide Suwalki gap connects Baltics 

to the remainder of Europe. With its population of 1.32 million, Estonian GDP in 2019 was 

modest 31.47 billion US dollars.34 Although Estonian defense expenditure as a share of GPD 

was 2.12% (2019), it amounted only in 656 million US dollars35, making it 24th amongst 29 

Alliance members36. In contrast to that, Russian Federation spends 3.87%37 of its GDP on 

defense and has 78 000 troops (Western Military District (WMD)), 757 tanks (WMD excluding 

Baltic Fleet forces in Kaliningrad) and 1251 aircraft (all in Russian inventory) in proximity of 
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the Baltic States or at short readiness to be relocated.38 It is evident that Estonia alone, with its 

limited resources, can´t generate the necessary deterrent capabilities, and it is not necessary, as 

Estonia is a member of NATO and can rely on collective defense solutions of the Alliance. 

However, these collective defense solutions have limitations of their own. NATO has developed 

a set of graduated response plans to address the threat emanating from Russia. Preplanned 

activities rely largely on a reinforcement of the forces on the Eastern flank. Thus, the Baltic 

region's geostrategic situation plays in favor of the Russian Federation, where its in place 

A2/AD capabilities challenge the NATO lines of communication and consequently can delay 

the reinforcements required for the Defense of the Baltics. Moreover, in Crimea and East-

Ukraine, Russian Federation has demonstrated the ability to conduct limited military operations 

with little or no warning, and in the case of Baltics the NATO may face the fait accompli.  

Therefore, the time becomes one of the critical factors in the deterrence and defense of Estonia. 

The short analysis of the previous chapter showed that the EDF capabilities and in place NATO 

forces are very limited, and at best can delay only very limited Russian incursion. In the case 

of the larger operation, the in place forces does not stand a chance as currently Russia “enjoys 

a substantial time-distance advantage in the initial days and weeks of a conventional ground 

campaign against the Baltic States.”39 To make matters worse, Estonian capabilities in the air 

and maritime domain cannot affect or limit adversary´s activities at all - in that regard, all 

solutions are dependent on actions stipulated in relevant NATO plans (e.g., reinforcements from 

outside of Baltics).  

Russian Federation has geostrategic advantages in denying the Allied reinforcements 

and possesses the capabilities to conduct the offensive operations in the Baltic region with little 

or no warning; hence, the time factor is on their side.  Moreover, recent history demonstrated 

that Russian Federation is willing to manipulate and utilize the local population's discontent 

and conduct hybrid operations short of open conventional conflict. Therefore, the exploration 
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of suitable deterrent options should primarily address the time factor, more specifically, these 

options should help bridge the gap between direct and extended deterrence. Given the above-

mentioned factors, one of the perspective solutions to enhance Estonian deterrence is to develop 

indigenous capabilities that can negatively affect the aggressor´s freedom of action (air, sea and 

land) and impose on him multiple challenges. Thus making the planning and the conduct of 

operations more sophisticated, more time consuming and consequently fruitless. In essence, it 

is the “hedgehog” strategy, where the defender creates an array of defensive obstacles, making 

the achievement of objectives for the aggressor complicated and painful.40  In itself, the 

“hedgehog” strategy is nothing more than deterrence by denial and by its characteristic 

resembles the “blue” Area Denial capability. Although “red” A2/AD denies Allied access into 

the area and hinders their freedom of action inside the area, the “blue” denial bubble, in turn, 

would limit the aggressor’s expected freedom of action. However, it is important to highlight 

the difference between the denial created by prepositioning a larger contingent of NATO forces 

in Estonia and denial effect created by EDF organic capabilities. The difference stems from the 

perception of these two by the Russian Federation. As we saw from the Russian Military 

Strategy, the Russian Federation perceives the deployment of NATO troops and the expansion 

of NATO infrastructure as danger. Therefore, the prepositioning of the larger NATO contingent 

may have a rather provocative or escalatory effect.41 The “hedgehog” construct would mitigate 

this risk – firstly, as it is in large EDF based capability, it would not be seen as provocative as 

NATO in-place forces. Secondly, in case of deterrence failure, it would reduce escalatory 

pressure on NATO decision-makers and slow down a crisis while inflicting high cost on 

Russian military activity in the region.42 Nevertheless, it is not the question of whether to have 

NATO-based or EDF-based denial solution, but rather the question of having the right balance 

of these two. Furthermore, implementation of the "hedgehog" concept in a coordinated and 

mutually supportive way in all three Baltic States, would multiply the deterrent effect for the 
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whole region. It would undoubtedly change Moscow´s calculus regarding the possible "fait 

accompli” campaign.43 

The following sections will explore what capabilities could form the needles of the 

"hedgehog" and provide additional deterrent effect.  

Air Domain 

 The preceding overview of direct and extended deterrent capabilities revealed that 

Estonia has solid capabilities to provide Indications and Warning and Air C2 to manage air 

operations on the tactical level, but at the same time, it hardly has any in place active Air 

Defense capabilities. The only layer of air defense available from the onset of conflict is the 

army organic VSHORAD systems that could provide only minimal coverage against selected 

air targets. NATO provided Air Policing solution is purely peacetime mission and is not 

considered as air defense measure. The ground and fighter-based elements of the active Air 

Defense are planned as elements of relevant NATO defense plans – pending the activation 

decision by the North Atlantic Council and deployment to the region. The Baltic region's 

reinforcement in the Russian A2/AD environment is a challenge by itself and would be time 

consuming endeavor. From the Estonian perspective, the active Air Defense measures would 

not be available from the day one, leaving mobilization system, eFP elements, and critical 

infrastructure vulnerable (APOD, SPOD) to enemy air attacks. Making things worse, for 

decades, the focus of the Alliance and its members were on expeditionary COIN operations 

where air threats were non-existent and forces had air superiority from day one. This resulted 

in the marginalization of Surface Based Air and Missile Defense (SBAMD) systems, and in 

many cases, they dropped out of the capability development priorities, resulting in Alliance 

wide shortage of these systems. As evidence of this situation, the current NATO’s Defense 

Planning Process (the NDPP) highlights seventeen critical capability shortfalls, and the 

SBAMD capability is one of them.44 Given the above-mentioned factors, it is evident that EDF 
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should look towards suitable SBAMD capabilities. As air defense's effectiveness lies in its 

integrated and layered structure, the Estonian defense capability planners should look towards 

Medium-Range Air Defense Systems (MRAD)45. Firstly, it creates a logical sequence of 

layered defense with already existing VSHORAD systems. Secondly, it creates the required 

depth and is capable of providing protection for the critical elements of EDF – land units, 

including eFP elements, mobilization depots, and critical infrastructure. APOD and SPOD are 

part of critical infrastructure enabling the reception of the Allied reinforcements. ICDS report 

highlights the vulnerability of such infrastructure and its impact, as “The risks of air attacks on 

APODs and SPODS and transport routes on land and sea and in the air would degrade the Allies' 

ability effectively and safely reinforce the region. The viability of NATO's defense of the 

region, which presumably depends heavily on large-scale Allied reinforcement, is thus in 

doubt.”46 Thirdly, it creates the foundation for the further buildup of comprehensive Air and 

Missile Defense by Allies. Already existing MRAD system would provide an in-place 

architecture of Command, Control and Communications for quick integration of Allied, higher-

level Air and Missile Defense Systems, thus shortening the time required to have a full range 

of air defense capabilities. Lastly, the highly mobile MRAD systems available on the market 

would make the utilization of Russian Air Power more complicated and time-consuming.  

Layered air defense, including MRAD capabilities, should be looked at from a wider 

regional perspective. Firstly, the mutually informed and coordinated capability development 

would enhance the operational, as well as deterrent effect of these systems. The Baltic Sea 

region is operationally one battlespace for the Russian Federation, and therefore, it is vital to 

develop these systems in a way that they would create one single “blue” area denial bubble. 

Secondly, coordinated capability development could benefit from the effects of common 

procurement, interoperability and training, providing possible cost reductions, increased 
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operational effectiveness and survivability. Furthermore, the regional air defense cooperation 

could be extended to include NATO partners Finland and Sweden. 

Maritime Domain 

 The Baltic Sea is a very important waterway for the region as up to 15% of the world’s 

cargo shipping (one billion tons of cargo annually) is handled in the Baltic Sea, thus making it 

one of the world´s busiest waterways.47 Similarly, it is important for military operations, as 

during the crisis and war it is strategically important Line of Communication (LOC). The 

geography and layout of the Baltic Sea creates for Baltic Navies challenges, as well as provides 

opportunities.  

The geography of the sea means that major commercial shipping is confined to 
channels through its bottlenecks and winding shape. The majority of larger 
ships enter or leave the Baltic Sea through the Danish Straits; the narrow 
Femern Belt between Germany and Denmark and the Øresund between 
Denmark and Sweden are the only two ways for most traffic to enter or exit the 
central Baltic Sea.48 

Bottlenecks and numerous islands channel the maritime traffic in a way that makes achievement 

of Maritime Situational Awareness (MSA) relatively easy. Similarly, it provides opportunities 

to blockade and direct traffic for the achievement of favorable sea control conditions.49 Then 

again, numerous islands and archipelagos create opportunities for covert maritime operations.  

The same geographical features provide similar opportunities and impose similar limitation on 

the Russian Federation as well. The narrow Danish Straits confine the Russia´s Baltic Fleet 

operations to the boundaries of the Baltic Sea. Its narrow shipping lanes are the only available 

lines of communication between the Kaliningrad enclave and the Russian mainland. From one 

side, NATO can close the Danish Straits and deny Russia any reinforcements from its Northern 

Fleet. Identically, Russia´s Baltic Fleet can block the Danish Straits and achieve sea control of 

the Baltic Sea, extend its A2/AD coverage and undertake amphibious operations. Altogether, it 

means that the Baltic Sea is a littoral sea environment requiring a particular set of military 
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capabilities and skills. The ICDS report points out that Baltic coastal navies would require 

“…offensive capabilities to control national waters and approaches to harbors and critical 

infrastructure or to regain national territory, and defensive capabilities to deny the naval 

activities of would-be state-on-state aggressors.”50 Likewise, littoral warfare requires 

capabilities providing good MSA, enabling short decision cycles and providing self-defense.51 

As we start to analyze suitable capabilities for the naval deterrent options, we should first look 

at the available capabilities that form the basis for the naval operations. The MSA and 

appropriate C2 systems are baseline requirements for any maritime operation, as these create 

the understanding of the current operational environment, provide indications and warnings, 

and enable the employment of offensive and defensive capabilities. The first steps in developing 

Estonian naval deterrent options should start from the enhancement of MSA and C2 

capabilities. These systems should ensure interoperability across domains and enable the 

coordination and information sharing internally, amongst relevant governmental agencies, as 

well as between allies and regional partner nations. If MSA and C2 requirements are fulfilled, 

it is only then the right time to investigate the offensive and defensive capabilities. ICDS report 

points out several capabilities that are suited for the littoral waters of the Baltic Sea and are 

affordable for the Estonian sized country. From offensive capabilities, it is mine-laying. 

Although doctrinally categorized as offensive capability, it is a suitable tool to protect territorial 

waters and to deny enemy the access to the vulnerable areas from the sea.  More specifically, 

"Minefields may be used to effectively change local geography to the disadvantage of an 

adversary by channeling or hampering the flow of opposing forces, or even by blocking them 

entirely."52 On the defensive side, ICDS report mention several capability categories, but from 

what Anti-Surface Warfare (ASuW) set seems to be the most suitable. Similarly to mine-laying 

capability, ASuW capabilities help to deny enemy access to littoral waters of the defended 

country. In the case of Estonia, the land based anti-ship missile systems could prove to be very 
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effective. Firstly, the Baltic Sea's geographical features favor coastal defense – it is channeled 

and narrow and easily within land systems' reach. Secondly, modern coastal defense systems 

are highly mobile and survivable, enabling them to mount surprise attacks from sheltered or 

hidden positions.53 Together with MRAD capability of the air domain, it would limit the 

Russian Federation's freedom of action in both domains. In other words, mine laying and coastal 

defense capability, together with the MRAD system, would create a mutually supportive "blue" 

area denial environment. Lastly, similarly to the air domain, capability developments in the 

maritime environment should note the regional dimensions. Mutually informed and supportive 

capability developments and information sharing between the Baltic States would multiply the 

effect of the "blue" area denial, and would create an additional layer of a deterrent.  

Land Domain 

 Estonian and in-place eFP forces possess a wider range of capabilities than in the air 

and maritime domain. Nevertheless, EDF capabilities are still limited, and together with eFP 

units, they provide largely only the “tripwire” effect. In case of larger conflict with the Russian 

Federation, the force ratios are drastically against EDF and NATO in place forces. According 

to the RAND analysis, the force ratio between in-place allied ground forces in the Baltic region 

against the ground forces of the Russian Western Military District is 11 to 1, in favor of 

Russia.54 The picture of force ratio gets better if we consider NATO and US planned 

reinforcements. Then the advantage to the Russian side amounts in 4.2 to 1 in their favor.55 All 

these calculations are based on extreme example of all-out war with Russia - low probability 

scenario and not in the Russian Federation's interest.56 However, in a situation where NATO 

finds itself politically divided or the United States gets deeply involved in other regions, the 

Russian Federation may seek for a limited military campaign to present the Alliance with fait 

accompli, leaving it with politically unpopular options of costly escalation. Therefore, the 

deterrence options for land forces should seek for capabilities that would make the achievement 
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of fait accompli unlikely or, if undertaken, very costly. The pure amassing of troops into the 

region for favorable force ratios is not sensible. It would be perceived by Russian Federation as 

an escalatory act and would place forces themselves at easy reach of Russian Federation A2/AD 

capabilities. The effective denial-based deterrent option should consist of a layered set of 

capabilities. Estonian total defense doctrine with its government-wide instruments for 

mobilization and management of state resources would provide the base layer necessary to 

ensure the functioning of the state as the whole. In essence, it is an overarching layer of 

deterrence encompassing military domains and the state as a whole. EDL, with its regionally 

affiliated paramilitary formations would act as the second layer, limiting enemy options in the 

use of hybrid operations and in the conventional spectrum, they would attrite the enemy with 

irregular warfare operations in its rear. The third layer should address the enemy´s conventional 

and high-end capabilities. INSS and RAND researches suggest, amongst others, the Army 

Tactical Missile System (ATACMS) and Highly Mobile Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) 

capabilities for the Baltics States.57 With their extended range, these systems can provide 

counterbattery fire and therefore offset the Russian Federation domination in artillery fires, and 

affect the Russian A2/AD capabilities.58 INSS explains that, “From select locations in Poland 

and on islands off the Baltics, NATO suppression of enemy air defenses and counterbattery 

fires could range to/as far as all Kaliningrad, parts of western Belarus, and Russian territory 

neighboring the Baltic States. Typically fired from a truck-mounted launcher, ATACMS have 

the capability to “shoot and scoot,” making it a difficult target for enemy counterbattery fire.”59 

Although the analysis suggests placing these systems in Poland or on islands, their high 

mobility and "shoot and scoot" capability also enables their use on the Baltic mainland, 

effectively increasing their reach into the Russian inland. Yet, the effectiveness of these systems 

is realized only when they are integrated into the joint level targeting and C2 system. As with 

all suggestions alluded in previous paragraphs, the precondition for the effective use of all 
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“hedgehog” capabilities lies in their interoperability with the rest of allied systems and in their 

integration into the joint level C2 systems. 

Financial considerations 

 As could be seen, the "hedgehog" is missing several important needles needed to create 

the denial effect on adversary – MRAD systems, mine-laying, coastal defense systems and 

long-range fires capabilities. This paper does not address the capacity aspects of these 

capabilities, as this would require separate and probably classified analysis. Nevertheless, by 

providing suggestions for capability development, we have to look at their feasibility and 

affordability issues. The short survey of recent arms sales gives us a rough order of magnitude 

(ROM) price of such systems. In November 2020, Kongsberg and Raytheon Missiles & 

Defense announced that Hungary awarded them a €410 million (approx. $500 million) contract 

for the National Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile System (NASAMS).60 Lithuania procured its 

two batteries of the NASAMS for €109 million (approx. $132 million).61 In 2020, the US State 

Department approved Foreign Military Sale (FMS) to the Government of Romania of Naval 

Strike Missile (NSM) Coastal Defense Systems (CDS) and related equipment for an estimated 

cost of $300 million.62  In 2018, Lockheed Martin sold 18 HIMARS launchers, worth of $218 

million, to Romania.63 Each arms sales value depends on the amount of equipment and weapons 

purchased, training, maintenance, and system support provided. For the sake of this study, it 

could be generalized that ROM for each capability for Estonia would amount to somewhere in 

between $200-400 million. The inclusion of all of these capabilities in a short time frame into 

the NDDP would be unfeasible – current defense expenditure could not absorb neither the 

procurement cost nor the consequent life-cycle costs. However, the gradual capability 

development in hand with allied financing support could enable the implementation of the most 

of proposed capabilities.  
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Firstly, modern weapon systems are usually modular and with open architecture, 

enabling to tailor systems to the end-user's needs. For example, Raytheon-Kongsberg 

NASAMS MRAD system consists of several modules – launchers in firing units, fire 

distribution centers, radars, communication suites – that allow tailoring of the system to suit the 

user requirements. Let us suppose, that defense planners conclude that it would take one 

NASAMS battalion, with six firing units, to set up comprehensive medium-range air defense 

in Estonia. In that case, they could still make an informed decision to procure half of the 

battalion set consisting of three firing units. Although it does not satisfy all military 

requirements, it is still functional capability providing air defense for high priority units or 

infrastructure. And again, the opened architecture of the modern weapon systems enables the 

expansion of the system and, therefore, enables the absorption of additional expenditures during 

the outer years of the NDDP horizon. The deficiencies of the limited capability could also be 

mitigated by coordinated capability development within the Baltic States. For example, 

Lithuania has already procured its NASAMS MRAD system.  Provided that Latvia and Estonia 

would take the same approach, it would resemble notable deterrent capability within the region, 

forcing the enemy to factor it into its air operations planning and risk assessment. Similar 

approach and principles could be applied for coastal and long-range fires development. 

Second, the financing of additional capabilities. To some extent, Estonia can increase 

its defense expenditures, as the current Estonian government has already decided to increase its 

defense expenditures to 2.29% of GDP by 2021, providing € 645.4 million (approx. $783 

million) for national defense.64 Even with this increase, the development of all proposed 

capabilities is questionable, as existing and already programmed capabilities in NDDP do not 

leave a lot of room to maneuver. So far, the Estonian Government officials have indicated that 

only the creation of coastal defense capability could be accommodated within projected 

financing.65 Another option for the enablement of new capability development is to seek 
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resources through the allied financing mechanisms. The United States has several financing 

mechanisms and the European Deterrence Initiative (EDI) is one of those mechanisms designed 

to reassure European allies and deter the Russian Federation. EDI provides funding for 

exercises, training, prepositioning, building infrastructure and partner capacity. For example, 

through the EDI financing, the United States has already completed several Reception, Staging 

and Onward Movement (RSOM) infrastructure projects in Estonia. Moreover, EDI financing 

is used to improve the Estonian IAMD interoperability with equivalent US systems. The United 

States could take the Estonian and regional IAMD program a step further and consider financing 

MRAD systems' procurement. Doing that would make the accommodation of the new 

capability within the current NDDP feasible, as Estonia should absorb only system´s life-cycle 

costs. Nevertheless, the financial implications of the COVID-19 virus at the moment remain 

largely unknown, but in the worst case scenario, the development of any new capabilities in 

EDF may be postponed until the end of the decade.  

Conclusion 

This study explored the Russian Federation doctrinal threat perception and mapped the 

elements of Estonian and Allied deterrence. A comparison of available capabilities, existing 

capability shortfalls and geopolitical aspects revealed that by addressing certain capability 

shortfalls Estonia can enhance its deterrence. The proposed solutions would form the 

“hedgehog” concept where the needles of the “hedgehog” are capabilities that are able to affect 

the adversary’s freedom of action in air, maritime and land domains, and complicate Russia´s 

effort-gain calculations. Furthermore, as these would be Estonian national capabilities, they 

would fall outside the Russian doctrinal threat perception.  

For the air domain, the EDF should enhance its layered air defense by adding the MRAD 

systems. The already existing VSHORAD capability, it would create a logical sequence of 

layered air defense and would provide additional depth for the protection of the critical 
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infrastructure and vital elements of EDF. Similarly, it would create more favorable conditions 

for Allied reinforcements and would serve as existing building block for the employment of 

comprehensive air defense solutions. In the event that all Baltic States would pursue MRAD 

development, it would certainly enhance the regional deterrence by creating additional planning 

challenges for the Russian military planners and decision makers. 

The geographic features of the Baltic Sea provides several opportunities to influence 

adversary´s maritime operations. However, given the breadth of Estonian Navy´s existing 

capability shortfalls, the capability development should be gradual, addressing the underlying 

functions of MSA and C2 as a first priority. Consequent development of AsuW capabilities, 

such as mine laying and land-based anti-ship missile systems, would enable EDF to influence 

enemy´s activities at the sea. Concerning Allied operations, the in-place ASuW capabilities 

would enable easier achievement of sea control. Similarly to air capabilities, the regional 

approach would serve as multiplier for Estonian deterrence. 

Although Estonian land capabilities have been long time priority within the NDDP, 

there are still certain capability shortfalls that could contribute to the effectiveness of the 

“hedgehog” concept. Long range fires systems like ATACMS and HIMARS are capable to 

affect at least some of the Russian A2/AD systems within their territory. Combined, the 

proposed capabilities in all three domains would complicate Russia´s strategic calculations and 

therefore considerably enhance Estonian deterrence. In the extreme case of deterrence failure, 

these capabilities would help to bridge the time-gap between the beginning of the hostilities and 

employment of pre-planned NATO capabilities. 

Almost all proposed solutions within this study are relatively expensive high-end 

capabilities and therefore it is obvious that the instant implementation of these capabilities is 

unrealistic. Nonetheless, an incremental development approach, underpinned by foreign 

financial assistance could prove to be the solution for Estonia. Coordinated and informed 
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implementation of similar capabilities within the Baltic States would only increase the overall 

deterrent effect of the region.  
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